Attenuated cortisol response to acute psychosocial stress in individuals at ultra-high risk for psychosis.
We recently reported that individuals at ultra-high risk for the development of psychosis (UHR) have elevated levels of chronic stress and deficits in the putative protective factors self-esteem, social support and coping skills. The aim of the present study was to assess endocrine and autonomic responses to acute psychosocial stress and their associations with self-ratings of stress and protective factors in individuals at UHR. Twenty-one patients diagnosed with an "at risk mental state" (12 male, 9 female; mean age 20.8 ± 3.27) and 21 healthy age and gender matched community controls were exposed to the Trier Social Stress Test (TSST). Saliva samples for cortisol assessment and measurements of heart rate and blood pressure were taken throughout the testing period. Levels of perceived chronic stress, protective factors and depression were assessed with reference to the preceding month and year (stress only). Compared to healthy controls, individuals at UHR reported significantly higher levels of depression, deficits in protective factors, and a trend for higher chronic stress levels. Cortisol levels and systolic blood pressure during the TSST were significantly lower in the UHR group, while heart rate changes were comparable to controls. Lower cortisol levels in the UHR group were associated with higher self-ratings of stress in the past year and a lower level of education. Attenuated cortisol responses to acute psychosocial stress in the presence of high chronic stress could indicate a desensitization of the HPA axis. Associated poor metabolic and psychological adjustment to stress might increase vulnerability for the development of psychosis.